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FOREWORD

There is a growing conviction among women activists in virtually every
country that women’s rights are human rights. However, securing rights for
women — rights within the family, rights to own property, rights to abortion,
rights to vote, rights to move about freely without a husband’s or male
relative’s agreement, rights to pass on citizenship — frequently have not
been seen as central to ‘development’. In countries of the North, the fight
for legal rights has animated women’s struggle for separate personhood, as
legal rights have always been seen as stepping stones to (still elusive)
equality. This struggle for just, legal treatment for women is now going on
around the world.

There has been a peculiar myopia about women’s rights in agencies
which manage overseas development assistance. For about ten years, most
aid agencies have had staff with particular responsibility for ‘women in
development’ (WID). There have been ‘gender training courses’, special
offices, special funds, and policies to ‘integrate’ women into development
projects across the spectrum from civil aviation to agriculture. There has
even been a change of rhetoric to include projects on ‘women’s
empowerment’. In aid agencies, the WID staff — almost always women —
are usually devoted, overworked and on the defensive. They must
continually champion the utility of working on ‘women and development’.

This book is based on the international conference ‘Linking Hands for
Changing Laws: Women’s Rights as Human Rights Around the World’.
The conference resulted from a discussion between myself and Rebecca
Cook, the associate professor and director for the International Human
Rights Programme at the University of Toronto’s Faculty of Law. We felt
very strongly that development agencies and donor institutions must catch
up on the efforts of women in poor countries for legal equality. The con-
ference brought together women who, through their scholarship and
activism, are leading the fight in their countries for women’s rights as
human rights. Women and men from ministries of foreign affairs and aid
agencies, and women from Canadian and American foundations, joined
them for an exciting day and a half in Toronto. The conference provided an
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vi FOREWORD

opportunity to hear from women in the South. The resulting dialogue contri-
buted to the international understanding and solidarity that is vital if the
world is to become more economically equitable and if women are to have
their rightful place within it.

Maureen O’Neil
President
The North—South Institute
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1

The Context
and the Goal

JOANNA KERR

‘Women'’s rights are human rights’ is a proclamation for justice.

Women have the right to food, shelter, property, reproductive choice,
social security, health care and employment. Women have the right to
political and religious freedom of expression, freedom from torture or
slavery, access to education, and the civil privileges of citizens. Women
have the right to a livelihood free from all forms of violence.

These are their inherent rights. Yet they are being denied. So pervasive
and systemic are the human rights abuses against women that they are
regarded as part of the natural order.

As UNICEF has pointed out, the enjoyment of human rights and
fundamental freedoms is ‘likely to depend on the one cruel chromosome’.!
In countries where a ‘son-preference’ is associated with economic survival,
intentional neglect of daughters and female malnutrition are commonplace.
This quote from a Bangladeshi woman is a disturbing illustration:

How can you explain to children there is not enough food. When my son cries, I
try to feed him. It 1s easier to make my daughter understand. . . . If there is less,
we eat less. You have to feed men more, or they beat you. My son beats me if
there is not enough food.?

In fact, according to one estimate, 100 million women are not alive today
as a result of male-preference and female infanticide.?

For millions of women around the world, land ownership and access to
credit are keys to survival, yet rarely their right. Current economic con-
ditions and structural adjustment policies further deny women economic
opportunity in every part of the world, without exception. Afshar and
Dennis argue that:

Changes in levels and composition of public expenditure have had an adverse
impact on women both as consumers of welfare and public sector services and
as its providers and employees. Furthermore, the adjustment policies tend to
reallocate public resources towards repayment of loans, rather than provision of
basic needs.*

In only a few countries do women have the freedom to choose the
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4 SETTING THE AGENDA

number of or spacing between children as government policy or social
standards maintain authority over their bodies. In Brazil, for example, 7.5
million women of reproductive age are sterilized;’ in Ireland, sharing
information on abortion is illegal; and in China, state law prohibits women
from having more than one child.

Women remain invisible victims of political oppression and are
inherently forgotten as political actors. They are routinely sexually abused
as prisoners, imprisoned for peaceful beliefs and activities, tortured, denied
the right to a fair trial, abducted, ‘disappeared’, and extra-judicially
executed.® These violations, assumed to be perpetrated only against men,
prompted the 1992 Amnesty International special report on human rights
abuses against women, which was long overdue. Women have yet to be
safeguarded by the influence of international outrage and pressure.

Violence against women is the most pervasive abuse of human rights. It
exists in various forms in everyday life in all societies. In Mexico, a woman
is raped every nine minutes. An estimated 1,000 women are burned alive
each year in dowry-related incidents in the state of Gujarat alone, in India.
One in ten Canadian women are abused or battered by their husbands or
partners.” The world must recognize that the protection of women’s bodies
and identities is not a privilege, but a right.

The Traditional Human Rights Framework

The magnitude of women’s human rights abuses demands international
action. There are universally agreed human rights laws and conventions,
such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which guarantee rights
and freedoms to all people. They create the frame of reference for citizens
within their national contexts to make claims for their rights. According to
Charlotte Bunch, ‘the notion of human rights is one of the few moral visions
ascribed to internationally and is one of the few concepts that speaks to the
need for transnational activism and concern about the lives for people
globally.’®

This framework of rights promotion, however, does not ensure the rights
of women. The ideals and philosophy of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, adopted by the UN in 1948, is intended to protect the rights
of men, women and children around the world. Within this instrument,
human rights are defined broadly — ‘where no distinction should be made
on the basis of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth, or other status.” ‘Non-
discrimination on the basis of sex’ does not eradicate gender inequality,
however, because of the way in which this convention is interpreted and
implemented.

The Declaration on Human Rights has created a hierarchy of rights,
putting a priority on civil and political rights. These are assumed to be easily



